












http://tps.cr.nps.gov/nhl/detail.cfm?ResourceId=1086183845&ResourceType=District


















 

 

number of manned cockpits steadily decline (13% reduction of manned, fixed wing aircraft from 

2003-2009), the number of RPAs continues to swell (137% increase from 2003-2009).
39

 

The rapid expansion of RPAs is fueled by enabling technology, the unquenchable 

demand of persistent ISR coverage in today‟s war and the high-tech mindset of the 21
st
 century 

USAF.  Furthermore, the rise of RPA coincides perfectly with the up-in-coming “Generation Z” 

(also known as the “Net or Digital Generation”), which is the most connected and high-tech 

generation ever seen.
40

  Colonel Gersten stated that by 2015, the USAF plans to possess 1,300 

RPA pilots, which would make up almost 20% of USAF rated officers.
41

  As advances in 

technology enable RPAs to conduct increasingly complex missions and expand into air mobility, 

air refueling and bomber missions, the numbers of manned-aircraft pilots will continue to 

decrease.  In The Transformation of Air Power, Benjamin Lambeth remarks, “In tomorrow‟s air 

and space community, combat aviators will increasingly find themselves sharing the operator 

spotlight with UAV (RPA) pilots, space controllers and information warriors, all of whom will 

be bona fide trigger pullers with a common operational-level responsibility and outlook.”
42

   

The challenge for USAF leaders is to ensure that these RPA pilots are held in the same 

high esteem as today‟s traditional pilots, and to groom them for USAF senior leadership 

opportunities as “manned aircraft” pilots are today.  Although the current force realignment 

features the rise of RPA without this traditional “manned pilot” commonality, the culture being 

instituted in RPA squadrons is aimed at replicating this same “pilot mentality” and warrior ethos, 
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which bodes well for future RPA warrior leaders.
43

  The USAF has already set the ground work 

to position “Generation Z” RPA pilots for future senior leadership opportunities.   

In the summer of 2010, the USAF established a new “18U” RPA Air Force Specialty 

Code (AFSC) that guarantees RPA pilots an appropriate percentage of Professional Military 

Education (PME) spots, (joint) staff positions, Alpha tours (such as Air Liaison Officer (ALO) 

assignments) and creates command opportunities in the RPA career field.
44

  Colonel Gersten is 

also focusing on the image and identity of RPA pilots by taking great pains in instilling USAF 

pilot heritage and warrior image and identity into this RPA generation.  Initial indications are 

that he is succeeding, as significant numbers of the “Net Generation” are foregoing traditional 

undergraduate pilot training and volunteering to attend the USAF‟s RPA beta test program in 

order to join the swelling ranks of RPA pilots.
45

  Furthermore, Colonel Gersten is confident that 

in five years the RPA career field will be a “self sustaining” community that will no longer rely 

on the CAF and MAF pilots to fulfill RPA pilot requirements.
46

  At some point in time, the 

heritage and pilot-centric image and identity inertia keeping pilots on the CSAF throne may well 

be overcome by the lack of “traditional” pilots in manned aircraft and the overwhelming 

numbers and professional expertise of RPA pilots and non-pilot Airmen (such as emerging 

Cyberspace warrior experts) that will usher in the 4
th

 watershed of USAF leadership.  

The Fourth Watershed – The Rise of RPA Pilots and Non-Pilots 

 The 4
th

 Watershed begins when a career RPA pilot or non-pilot general officer ascends to 

the CSAF throne for the first time in USAF history.  This will most likely happen in the 2040s 

when the initial 2010 BETA class of RPA careerists in the 18U AFSC begin filling senior leader 
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positions and when RPAs begin replacing the majority of USAF manned aircraft.  Additionally, 

the identity of senior leaders of this era will be highlighted by a diversification of all careers 

spanning the broad myriad of future USAF mission sets.  By this time, the manned flying USAF 

heritage and bravado fighter pilot image of old will be entering its second century and the pilot-

centricity of this future USAF will rest in the hands of RPA pilots.  Furthermore, the 

militarization of space may generate the need for a non-pilot, space-centric CSAF; or, future 

technological advances in cyberspace “weaponry” in addition to its “commonality” of all USAF 

systems may give rise to a non-rated “Cyber CSAF” that skews the future USAF identity through 

a fundamentally different image.  In any case, the senior leadership of the 4
th

 Watershed Air, 

Space and Cyberspace Force must be prepared to defend US interests and defeat tomorrow‟s 

enemies across the entire spectrum of conflict.
47

  Given an unpredictable future, now is the time 

for current USAF leaders of all career fields to begin grooming 4
th

 Watershed senior leaders so 

that they may effectively lead tomorrow‟s USAF in the 21
st
 century VUCA environment. 

Conclusion 

 The first 60 years of USAF leadership were defined by the bomber elitists and fighter 

mafia of the first two Watersheds.  This evolution of USAF senior leadership was built upon the 

manned, flying-centric heritage, image and identity of these first 60 years.  The 3
rd

 Watershed of 

USAF leadership began as the first non-fighter pilot was appointed CSAF in 2008, putatively 

ending the 26-year reign of fighter pilots.  This 3
rd

 Watershed is hypothesized to be represented 

by “today‟s war” pilots occupying the CSAF seat, where fighter pilots will still compete for, but 

are no longer the automatic heir apparent.  As non-traditional flying and non-flying missions 

increasingly compete with traditional flying missions in importance and preeminence, the image 
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and identity of this future USAF will develop to reflect USAF‟s changing nature and promote its 

unique capabilities, as the long blue line of USAF heritage continues.  Whatever the outcome, all 

career fields must begin to identify and groom the 4
th

 Watershed leaders today. 

 It is vitally important to recognize and acknowledge that the makeup of the USAF senior 

leadership is evolving in a way that provides an ever-increasing opportunity for non-fighter pilot 

rated officers to ultimately ascend to the position of CSAF.  Therefore it is imperative that all 

career fields improve their processes of preparing future leaders to develop a stable of highly 

qualified candidates across the spectrum of USAF missions.  Past studies offered concrete 

recommendations in effectively developing and selecting senior USAF leaders.  

In her study, The Rise of Air Mobility and Its Generals, Lieutenant Colonel Laura 

Lenderman emphasized that cultivating robust senior leaders is essential to effective future 

leadership. 

As the USAF‟s core mission shifts, both a strong contingent of senior leaders with 

air-mobility expertise and a global worldview should remain in place.  AMC‟s 

focus on adapting its organization and developing a robust cadre of leaders who 

have the right mix of competencies and experiences indicates that mobility 

leaders are prepared to continue rising to meet the challenges within the USAF, 

throughout the nation and across the world.
48

 

 

Additionally, Colonel Worden, in The Rise of the Fighter Generals cautioned against 

monopolistic leadership and recommended methods to develop leaders. 

“This historical study ends in 1982 and highlights the enduring dangers of 

parochialism and bias in any organization that is too homogenous in its senior 

leadership and culture.   Homogeneity, as defined by shared experience, limits a 

total view of the institution‟s legitimate role.  This organizational condition leans 

towards myopia and monistic thinking, often manifested in a consuming focus on 

a purpose or mission that favors the dominant culture.”  Additionally, this study 
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suggests that broad education and experience and diversity of views at the senior 

executive level are necessary to cultivate visionary leaders.
49

 

 

Likewise, Major Bruce Danskine summarized his thoughts on USAF leadership in The 

Fall of the Fighter Generals.  

History indicates that the USAF, as an institution, tends to become dominated by 

a single tribe (type of rated officer) at any one time rather than maintaining the 

competitive balance found in its sister services.  This may not be the healthy 

approach.  For an organization to be prepared to adapt to a changing environment, 

it would be preferable to have tribal balance, not dominance, be the norm.
50

 

 

Identifying the common themes of these past studies and blending them into lessons learned 

from this paper synthesizes a process for choosing future CSAFs in the 3
rd

 Watershed and 

developing leaders of the 4
th

 Watershed.   

Foremost, the USAF must nurture future leaders that have a depth and breadth of service 

knowledge and are able to intricately comprehend and dexterously communicate the employment 

and sustainment of air power in a joint and politically-charged atmosphere - no matter what their 

AFSC mission set.  Furthermore, a future CSAF must be joint-articulate and joint-experienced 

with approachable personality and an innate ability to work well with others in inter-service and 

multi-agency surroundings.  Additionally, it is critical that senior leaders possess a superior 

intellect, agile thought process and vision to look beyond their time and no less importantly, be 

prepared to make sacrifices for the greater good.
51

  General Gregory S. Martin, former 

Commander, Air Force Material Command echoed these sentiments by saying that a CSAF must 

comply with the vision of civilian leadership by reprioritizing service requirements to meet the 

boss‟ priorities first, but without totally abandoning key service priorities for the future war.
52
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General Schwartz is the embodiment of these 3
rd

 watershed CSAF traits as reflected in 

the 2008 assessment of Loren Thompson, an analyst at the Lexington Institute. 

(General) Schwartz was chosen because of (his) background in air mobility, 

special operations and joint commands.  I cannot imagine a person better suited to 

this job at this point in history.  He is so highly regarded among senior political 

appointees and he also has a low-key, get-along personality that will appeal to 

Secretary Gates.  He is self-effacing and reserved and unfailingly courteous…I 

think the way most people will describe General Schwartz is as a team player with 

a giant-sized intellect.
53

  

The USAF must refine its processes on identifying future leaders with emphasis on developing 

the above characteristics and skill sets to create additional 3
rd

 Watershed senior leaders of this 

caliber. 

Overall, the USAF has a solid senior leader development system in place; therefore it is 

imperative that the selection process of 3
rd

 Watershed CSAFs must break the perceived 

“cronyism” that defined the first two Watersheds.  The USAF intra-service parochialism among 

competing career fields needs to be replaced with an attitude of mutual cooperation focused on 

selecting the best senior leader for the job vice the finest fighter pilot or special operations pilot 

for the job.   The bomber elitist monopoly prevented a timely transition to and modernization of 

TAC and space forces to address the changing strategic landscape.  Similarly, it can be argued 

since 2003 the fighter mafia injured the USAF‟s credibility in the joint and political arenas and 

its ability to excel in “today‟s war” by placing an inordinate amount of emphasis on the “future 

war‟s” fighter requirements and its apparent unwillingness to “play well with others”.  Present 

and future CSAFs must nominate their successors based on qualifications best-suited for today‟s 

environment, yet possessing a balanced vision for future requirements.  By considering senior 

leaders across the spectrum of career fields to identify who is best “CSAF qualified”, the USAF 

can avoid succumbing to the bomber elitist/fighter mafia paradigm of the past and tomorrow‟s 
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USAF leadership will remain relevant in the joint VUCA environment of the 21
st
 century and 

beyond. 
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